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What Went Wrong?
• Organization X benchmarks key HR strategies within other similar organizations, yet when implemented, fail to have the same level of effectiveness.
• Another organization implements a competitor's recruiting tool that produced a significant increase in the quantity and quality of applicants generated, yet sees no similar result.
• A third organization studies key innovations and trends in employee retention, yet, when implemented, does not achieve the positive results seen by others.
Good HR policies and programs are only "good" when they fit with the organization's unique culture, business objectives, and personality. Authors such as Fitz-enz and Ulrich recently commented that benchmarking is often a poor strategy because what makes internal strategies effective is in their linkage to a company's culture. When an organization does a good job assessing its culture and climate, it can then go on to establish human resource policies, programs, and strategies that support and strengthen its core purpose and values.
So, how does an organization objectively assess its culture? Much has been written on how culture impacts organizational strategies, policies, and programs. There has been little written, however, on how to assess one's own culture so that appropriate HR strategies can be developed and implemented effectively. While this model is an excellent start for linking culture to HR strategy, it does not offer a "how-to" approach for guiding HR professionals in developing an assessment of culture that will be helpful in constructing the HR architecture.
There are many different factors that define an organization's culture, including the following:
• Degree of hierarchy within the organization Each will be discussed here, with some questions that may be helpful in determining where the organization falls on these diverse continuums. As you go through the following areas, check one box in each area that you think best describes your organization.
Degree of Hierarchy
The degree of hierarchy is the extent to which the organization values traditional channels of authority and the need to utilize those channels. Some examples of the three distinct levels of hierarchy are as follows:
High: well-defined organizational structure; need to work through channels; value authority
Moderate: defined structure but often work around channels
Low: matrix organization; loosely defined job descriptions; challenge authority An organization with a high level of hierarchy tends to be more formal and tends to move slower than organizations with a low level of hierarchy.
Degree of Urgency
The degree of urgency defines how quickly the organization wants or needs to push decision-making and innovation. Some organizations choose their positioning; others have it thrust upon them given the competitive nature of their marketplace, product reliance on trends and fashion, and responsiveness of other markets. Some examples of the levels of urgency are outlined here:
High: need to push projects through quickly; high need to respond to changing marketplace Give yourself a quiz. Take out your pencil and check the boxes that you believe define your organization. Are there other issues not outlined here that are important in Whatever strategy you use to assess your organizational culture, the process must be honest, thorough, and must focus not on "what we want to be" as much as "who we are right now."
defining "who we are," "what we do," and "how we do it." Would others agree with your answers?
Give the quiz to managers and business leaders. Let your leadership assess where your organization ranks. Discuss areas of agreement and disagreement. What may be true within one department or facility may not be true of the organization as a whole.
Conduct focus groups with employees or customers. Just because top management leaders agree on "what we're about" doesn't mean that rank-and-file employees see it that way. Your leaders may see you as a service-driven organization, which may be true of your external positioning, but may not be true in how you respond to employee needs and concerns.
Strategize at a retreat, business planning session, or at staff meetings. Hold meetings around the issue, "Who are we?" and "What makes us who we are?" Continue with these discussions until some consensus is developed around key issues.
Whatever strategy you use to assess your organizational culture, the process must be honest, thorough, and must focus not on "what we want to be" as much as "who we are right now." Organizations who decide that "where we are now" is not "where we want to be," may also want to look at moving their organization to embrace a different culture prior to initiating new policies and programs to support the existing culture.
Assessing your organizational culture is the first and most important step in developing sound HR strategies that support your business objectives and goals. Alignment of business plans and organizational culture is a fundamental method of ensuring that the organization will be able to meet and exceed its goals through strategies that support those objectives. Further, by ensuring that the organization is not merely copying "best practices" from other organizations, they are more likely to develop policies and programs that will lead the organization toward its goals. In other words, organizations, to be effective, must copy how leading companies think, not by copying what they do.
By better understanding who you are, you'll be better able to implement smart policies and programs that will sustain your organization's character. 
